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Romanization System for Japanese Kana
Modified Hepburn System

BGN/PCGN 1976 Agreement

The modified Hepburn system for the normalization of Japanese has been in use by the U.S. 
Board on Geographic Names and the U.K. Permanent Committee on Geographical Names since the 
1930’s and has been used extensively in the romanization of Japanese geographic names. The system 
is well adapted to the general needs of speakers of English and is the most widely used system for  
romanization of Japanese.

The Japanese language is written in two forms: in kanji, which are Sino-Japanese characters, and 
in kana, which are syllabic symbols.  There are two styles of kana, namely katakana, the squared form, 
and hiragana, the cursive form.  Katakana symbols were originally derived from parts of kanji characters  
and today are used primarily for the phonetic transcription of foreign words and as the equivalent of  
italics. Hiragana symbols, on the other hand, were originally created by simplifying the strokes of whole 
kanji characters and are used to represent grammatical particles and suffixes.  Running text is usually 
written in kanji with kana interspersed.  Geographic names, personal names, and words written in  
isolation are usually written in kanji with or without the addition of small-script kana equivalents, 
which, when used for that purpose, are referred to as furigana.

Many alternate kana forms were abolished in a post -World War II language reform.  If reference 
to these forms is required, the traditional Hepburn system for Japanese should be consulted.(1)

Kanji may be romanized with the aid of Japanese-English dictionaries that utilize the modified  
Hepburn system.(2) A familiarity with the grammatical structure of the Japanese language, as well as 
with the Japanese writing system, is essential for the correct romanization of kanji.

In Romanji, in modern Japan, long vowels are also frequently shown as doubled, rather than with 
a macron.

________________________
1)  The system was first presented in A Japanese and English Dictionary: with an English and Japanese Index.   

J.C. Hepburn, Shanghai, American Presbyterian Mission Press, 1867
2)  e.g. Beginners’ Dictionary of Chinese and Japanese Characters, compiled by Arthur Rose-Innes and published by 

Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1944
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